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Games we play

Giant Joe
BY RICH CIMINI

T

HERE IS A POINT
in all great touchdown dashes that
can make the difference between a
spectacular run or an ordinary gain.
It is the cutback, the breaking of a
tackle, or the outrunning of a
defender. It is the turning point.
So it was with former Orangeman
Joe Morris, a breakaway runner
whose cutback three years ago
sprang him on a run to greatness.
The fateful day was October 28,
1984. The events of that chilly
autumn day spoke volumes about
Morris, the player and the
person.
Morris, having endured
two-and-a-half disappointing seasons with the New
York Giants, got his big
break that afternoon at
Giants Stadium. He started
his first game in the National
Football League (NFL) because Butch Woolfolk, the
starting halfback, was injured. Morris seized the opportunity, scoring three
touchdowns in a 37-13 rout of
the Washington Redskins.
It was a glorious day for
Morris, who had been criticized in the New York press.
A writer had once called the
former Syracuse standout
the "worst second-round
draft choice ever." Reporters
in the press box used to
whistle circus-style calliope
music whenever he carried
the ball . He seemed to be going nowhere fast. There had
been talk that he might lose
RICH CIMINI is a sports
writer with Newsday on Long
Island. He is a 1985 graduate
o{Syracuse who majored in
joumalism.
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his job with the Giants.
Finally, with his first spectacular
performance in the bag, Joe Morris
had a chance to exult in the presence
of the same writers who had belittled him. Morris had broken
through the defense and could easily have jeered at the opposition.
Instead, he left the clubhouse immediately after the game, hurrying
home to Washington Township,
New Jersey, to share his joy with his
fiancee, Linda Gumerlock (a 1984
SU graduate in English and journalism), and her parents. The next
day, before practice, Morris tried to
explain his postgame dash.
" I didn't know what I'd say, how
I'd handle it," he said then. "It was

just something I had to savor and
think about. It's one brief moment
in the spotlight. Why do you have
to glow in it?"
But Woolfolk, then his closest
friend on the team (and since
traded to Houston) , knew how
Morris really felt. "He won't say it,
but he showed 'em," Woolfolk said
after the game. "He showed a lot of
people he can play. He's taken a lot
of flak lately. A lot of people have
been saying he's not pro material.
I'm very happy for him."
Much has happened to Morris
since his cutback three years ago.
He has broken several club rushing
records, was named to two Pro
Bowls, signed a million-dollar con-

In five professional seasons, NFL running back Joe Morris has proven bigger than his
critics, both on and off the field.

tract, and last year won a Super
Bowl championship ring. He has
proven that he is indeed pro
material, and many people are very
happy for him.
But though his life is so much different, it remains so much the same.
Fame has swelled his bank account,
but not his head.

J

OE MORRIS IS NOT THE
glamorous type-never has
been. He is an intensely
proud, private individual. In the
months following New York's
Super Bowl victory over the Denver
Broncos, for example, several
Giants coauthored books on the
championship season. Morris, one
. of the team's most popular
· players, turned down several
: offers, thank you. Not his
: style. He also kept his commercial endorsements to a
· minimum, choosing instead
to lecture at school
functions.
"I've never enjoyed talking about myself," says
Morris.
The modesty stems from
his parents, Earl and Addie,
who raised four boys and
two girls in Ayer, Massachusetts, a scruffy little town 25
miles northwest of Boston.
Earl is a no-nonsense former
army sergeant who believes
in straight lines a nd
90-degree corners. Addie is
similarly straitlaced.
T hey raised a polite,
closely knit family. Earl's
four sons had every reason
to be cocky- Larry and
Mike also played football at
Syracuse, and Jamie, a
senior at Michigan, is considered a candidate for the
Heisman Trophy- but they
are pleasantly down-toearth .
" [Modesty] comes from
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their mother," says Earl, a
postal worker in Groton,
Massachusetts. "Her belief
is, It's not what you say
you're going to do, it's what
you do."
Joe, at 26 the eldest
brother, has made a career
of doing what others thought
he couldn't. He was spectacular in football at Ayer
High, butonlytwocolleges,
Syracuse and the University of New Hampshire, offered him scholarships. He
was fast, but many schools
weren't interested because of
his 5-foot-7, 165-pound
frame.
"Joe Morris is not able to
leap small buildings in a
single bound ," a Lowell,
Massachusetts, newspaper
once reported. "He does,
however, give a speeding
bullet a run for its money."
Syracuse ,
suffering
through lean years in the
post-Ben Schwartzwalder
e ra, was willing to take a
chance. It proved to be a
smart move. Morris gained
30 pounds and had a recordshattering career with the
Orangemen. He finished as
the school's all-time leading
rusher (4,229 yards) , eclipsing the marks ofJim Brown,
Floyd Little, Larry Csonka,

------------------------

Some claimed that it was
out of character for Morris,
a loyal company man, to
hold out. Morris explained
that other loyalties took
precedence. " Everything I
did was for the betterment of
my family," says Morris,
who married Linda Gumerlock in 1985 and has a baby
daughter.
" I wanted to put myself in
a position where, after I
walked away from this
game, I'd be in shape to take
care of my family for the rest
of my life," says Morris.
The bitter holdout ended
two hours before the Giants'
season opene r in Dallas.
Morris agreed to a four-year,
$2.2-million deal, which
represented approximately a
$400,000 increase per year.
The next day at his locker in
Gia nts Stadium , Morris
said, " I haven't smiled in a
month and a half. It feels
good. Football is fun again."
In turn, Morris made it
Joe Morris 20
Running Back
fun for New York fans. This
past season, he set Giants'
RUSHING
RECEIVING
records by rushing 341 times
No.
Avg.
Lng
Yds.
TDs
No.
Yds.
Avg. Log
TDs
for 1,516 yards. He had eight
1982
15
48 3.2
7
1
34
4.3 13
0
8
100-yard games, scored 14
1983
145 4.1
14
0
2
1
0.5
35
6
1
touchdowns, and was a vital
1984
133
510 3.8
28
4
12
124
10.3 26
0
cog in the club's first Super
1985
294
1336 4.5
65
21
22
212
9.6 17
0
Bowl championship.
1986
341
1516 4.4
54
14
21
233
11.1 23
1
Giants general manager
Total
818
3555 4.3
65
40
604
2
65
9.3 26
George
Young said , "I don't
and Ernie Davis-pretty L:::================================~
elite company.
regret one dollar of that
gained little yardage- 193 yards on
enough," he told his mother. Three
"Well , that's some company to be
contract."
in, but, really, I'm not in it,"
weeks later, Morris presented the
50 carries- and fumbled all too
HREE DAYS A FTER
Morris once told Spans Illustrated.
often. His career was in jeopardy.
Giants' offensive linemen with
"When I was given opportunities
winning this year's Supe r
How does he compare to them?
watches- his way of saying thanks
early in my career," Morris says, "I
" I won't compare," he said,
Bowl , the Giants were feted
for blocking so well- at a cost of ap"because I don't compare."
would press so hard, trying to make
by 30,000 fans at an ice-cove red
proximately $1,500.
great plays because I knew I was in
Giants Stadium, but Morris's most
At the post office in Groton, Joe's
ORRIS WAS SELECffor only so long. So I made missuccess was a hotter topic than the
cherished off-season tribute oced by New York in the
takes. I couldn't relax."
curred May 6, back home in Ayer.
20-cent stamp. " I walked around
with my head swollen," Earl said .
second round of the 1982
Then came the 1984 game against
The town declared it Joe Morris
draft, behind Woolfolk; Morris was
Washington and all that followed .
" I couldn't get through the door at
Day, complete with a parade.
considered too small to be a
work."
Morris finished that season as the
The parade ended at Ayer High,
first-rounder.
club's leading rusher with 510 yards.
where Morris began his career 12
" I used to worry about my
The next season, he emerged as the
HEN BEGAN ONE OF
years earlier. He addressed the
height," he says now, " but I finally
NFL's premier breakaway runner,
the most difficult periods in
students on a variety of topics, rangfigured out that even though I'm
scoring 22 touchdowns. Morris
Joe Morris's life. Before the
ing from the importance of educashorter than most people, I can
tion to the perils of drug abuse, and
became only the second Giants run1986 season, the Giants offered
work harder. My dad taught me
he told them never to stop chasing
ning back to gain 1,000 yards in a
Morris a four-year contract for $1.8
there is no equalizer like hard work.
season, gaining a club-record
million. He felt he deserved more.
their dreams.
" Make your parents proud," he
My idea of little is someone who
1,336.
Morris held out and was fined
said. In the corner of the room,
says a person can't be something
$1,000 a day by the Giants, who
He was named to the Pro Bowl ,
Earl and Addie Morris, the proud
buthe was thesameol' Joe. The day
threatened to suspend him for the
because he's a certain height."
parents of the biggest little football
entire season, a fate that " would've
The few chances Morris got to
after he broke the 1,000-yard mark,
player in the land , both had tears in
play during his first two seasons
he phoned his parents' home. "This
ended my caree r," he later
their eyes.
is the son who doesn't call you
we re usually squande red. He
admitted.
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